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Viet Nam’s Agrarian Transition in the Central Highland Frontier: An Example of 
Agricultural Intensification and Extension Among Smallholders? 
 
In the past three decades, rural Viet Nam has sustained a swift radical agricultural 
transition due to institutional reforms that liberalized land-tenure and wage labor laws. 
This rapid economic development has been shaped in part by government policies which 
shifted the economy away from social collectivity to one that is market-based.  The most 
dramatic area of economic development was in the Central Highlands region of Dak Lak 
Province, which experienced a massive influx of migrants, the product of government 
resettlement programs and initiatives promoting intensive cash-crop production.  Robusta 
coffee, by far the most important in the region, was greeted by smallholders with a 
production increase by a factor of 10.  Now, the total production of coffee in Dak Lak is 
estimated 260,000 ha, representing about 60% of national production, with 405,000 t/yr 
for the world market.  This rapid agriculture growth has boosted Viet Nam to the second 
largest worldwide exporter of coffee, with expansion continuing today.  
With the rapid economic development in Dak Lak, smallholders began to accumulate 
wealth,which encouraged spontaneous migration to the region, by numerous minority 
groups, and has spurred economic change across Viet Nam.  In its wake there appears to 
be a small emerging class of relatively wealthy peasants apply more capital intense 
production methods and diversify into other economic activities.  But the attendant, intra-
village economic inequalities disrupt generations-old peasant economies and solidarity 
networks (Godoy, et al. 2004) that are based on ethical systems and social norms of 
fairness.    
An important element in the speed and range of Viet Nam’s economic development, one 
that is key to environmental research, is the association with smallholders in frontier 
environments and the extensive spread of agricultural into the forest (Adger 2000; 
Akram-Lodhi 2004; Forde, et al. 1995).  Studies in Viet Nam’s highlands show that 
poverty alleviation and environmental protection is best achieved by communities 
managing and building their own assets and resources more effectively (Rambo 1995; 
Rambo and Vien 2001; Vien, et al. 2006).  Government development polices have 
traditionally sought to modernize the rural sector through the introduction of technology 
and market integration without taking existing local smallholder systems into account.  
Such policies have often failed to achieve their objectives (Vien et al. 2006).  Traditional 
composite swidden agriculture (CSA), however, may offer a better agroecological 
practice that provides better food security than other modern agricultural systems. 
Institutional policy changes influencing crop choice and land-use can explain smallholder 
agricultural strategies that are leading to peasant stratification.  This paper will discuss 
the agrarian transformation as it relates to agricultural intensification in frontier regions 
of Dak Lak. Recommendations for future policy are discussed. 
Smallholder Agriculture Intensification Theory 
The agricultural intensification theory by Boserup (1965) predicts population growth 
leads to agriculture intensification through technological innovation. Intensification can 
be generally described as greater amounts of labor being expended on smaller per capital 
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plots of land (Turner 1977).  Intensive land use is often accompanied with technological 
advancements, innovation and frequency of land-use (ratio of cultivated to fallow fields).  
Many farmers in the frontier region of the Central Highlands have practiced swidden 
agriculture for centuries.  Under this practice, land is abandoned after a period of 5 to 10 
years once the yields diminish in order to maintain soil fertility.  In addition many hill 
tribes have long practiced composite swidden agriculture (CSA).  CSA integrates several 
types of land use including permanent wet rice fields in the valleys, and rotation of 
swidden plots, homegardens, and fallow systems (Vien, et al. 2006).  However, in 1975, 
farmers the Vietnamese government banned all forms of swidden agriculture and created 
collective farms, which are more intensive and presumably provided higher yields.  In 
theory the higher yields provide food for the growing population but they do so at a cost 
of decreasing labor efficiency.  The intensification process of agriculture requires more 
labor and inputs into the land to maintain soil fertility.   According to Boserup (1965) 
farmers will avoid added costs until they are compelled to do so by either land scarcity or 
growing population pressure. But Bosreup’s (1965) model is not without its critics, who 
have challenged it for its limitations in explaining agricultural intensification. 
Contrary to Boserup’s (1965) model, agriculture intensification is not the only response 
to land shortage.  Others factors include conflict, trade, and non-agricultural responses 
(Stone and Downum 1999; Verburg, et al. 2004).  Boserup’s (1965) model has been 
criticized for not including or stating the premises upon which the model rests.  Though 
its lack of social and economic factors limit its general application this basic model 
provides a useful basis to predict and observe agriculture change. 
Agrarian Transition in Viet Nam 
Viet Nam’s quick transition, beginning in the 1980s, from a state-controlled to a market-
based economy can be observed through a change in social relations relating to the 
economy.  Social relations of capitalism can be viewed from the perspective of two basic 
phenomena: private ownership of productive assets and a structural shift in dynamic 
productive efficiency.  In the classic agrarian political economy, the occurrence of 
changes in the rural sector of developing countries from socialist to capitalist transition ro 
succeed there needs to be three social processes at work: production, accumulation and a 
change in rural politics.  In peasant production there must be the development of the 
commodification of labor.  The differentiation of production assets leads to a 
restructuring of agrarian labor.  The commodification of labor allows those with ‘enough’ 
production assets to change their purpose of production, towards one that is an exchange 
based commodity production (Akram-Lodhi 2004; Verburg, et al. 2004).  Changes in 
production can lead to accumulation of goods.  Both changes in accumulation and 
production can affect rural politics, which tend to revolve around agrarian activities.  A 
agrarian transition requires the production, accumulation, and political constraints to the 
structural transformation of agriculture be removed.    
Regional Demography and Social Relations 
In 1943, local hill tribes made up 95% of the total 80,000 population in habitants in Dak 
Lak.  During the French and American wars there was a steady flow of ethnic 
Vietnamese or Kinh refugees in to the area.  After the war (1975) the central government 
in Hanoi began a major resettlement campaign moving lowland smallholders residing in 
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poor, densely populated northern and central coast provinces to move to the Central 
Highlands.  More than 500,000 people migrated to 225 land development centers in Dak 
Lak and another 350,000 migrants spontaneously relocated there in the 1980s and 1990s 
(D'haeze, et al. 2005).  By 1997, the hill tribes totaled just 30% of the 1.5 million total 
population.   
Together with demographic and socioeconomic reforms the government banned 
collective landownership, and declared tribal lands state property and available for 
redistribution.  Swidden agricultural practices were no longer permitted, forcing hill 
tribes to settle.  Prior to 1981, peasants belonged to cooperatives—all land was owned by 
the state.  After 1981, production contracts were introduced and land was distributed to 
families, who were still organized in cooperatives.  Peasants now had more flexible 
management of their three hectares of land to produce at government quotas.  Any 
production in excess of the quotas could be sold to in the market.  By 1993, the 
government determined that in order to maximize national profit, peasants needed land-
tenure rights, which would allow them to acquire large landholdings.  Highly skilled or 
wealthy smallholders would also benefit more than resource-poor smallholders, 
benefiting the national economy.  Perennial crops were limited to 3 ha but annual crops 
had no size restriction (D'haeze, et al. 2005).  The economy quickly developed under the 
new privatization policy referred to as doi moi or renovation (Adger 2000, Akram-Lodhi 
2004, D'haeze et al. 2005, Forde, Goldstone, and Economist Intelligence Unit. 1995).   
For the first time smallholders were given autonomy through land-tenure reforms, a 
system where land is allocated at the local level by government officials who determine 
the individual peasant’s credibility and decides on land allocation.  
Smallholders were permitted long-term leases—20 years for annual crops and 50 years 
for perennial crops.  In theory, peasants could exchange, transfer, inherit, mortgage, or 
lease their allocated 3ha of land (Adger 2000; Akram-Lodhi 2004; D'haeze, et al. 2005; 
Ha, et al. 2006; Muller 2003).  These new land-commodifying laws  
Under the new land laws, land was becoming commodified, triggered the government to 
issue of land-use certificates for households.  By 2002, over 10.6 million households had 
received certificates, representing 90% of the population and 5.9 million hectares of 
agricultural land.  Predictably, the issuing of the certificates generated some political 
backlash from peasants in various regions in Viet Nam, including the Central Highlands.   
Naturally the commodification of land stratified Vietnamese peasant society.  Wealthy 
smallholders are able to aggregate more produce and income enabling them to purchase 
farm equipment, poor smallholders rented their equipment, as landless others must now 
work for the larger production systems (Akram-Lodhi 2004).  It is a clear example of 
how market economies influence smallholder agricultural change towards intensification: 
wealthier farmers expand their operation, the less wealthy may sell their land and work 
for the top tier, while the middle-income farmers struggle to keep what they have a little 
longer. 
The social aspects of the change reveal land conflicts due to the massive influx of Kinh 
migrant farmers who have moved in to areas of ancestral significance to hill tribe 
minorities.  In addition, Kinh smallholders have benefited more from cash crop 
production earning an average of 7.6 million VND in 2003, compared to 4.4 million 
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VND or non-Kinh ethnic groups (Ha, et al. 2006).  Due to transaction costs (de Janvry, et 
al. 1991), ethnic groups are less able to meet market demands, get access to information, 
credit and government aid.  Ethnic minorities also have a lower education, and are less 
likely to speak Vietnamese.       
Smallholder Coffee Production 
As a result of the above land-tenure change combined with resettlement and socio-
economic liberalization, coffee production was accelerated.  The global market price for 
coffee attracted spontaneous migration to the region further expanding its production.  
Due to the expansion of smallholder producers and strong market price for coffee about 
20% of primary forest habitat was converted to coffee production (D'haeze, et al. 2005; 
Muller and Zeller 2002).  The rapid conversion of land-use and land-cover from primary 
forest habitat to sun-coffee plantation was done in a seemingly unplanned fashion of 
crops to land resources.  As much as 74% of total coffee production is in suboptimal land 
units (D'haeze, et al. 2005).  The current land-use practices are deemed unsustainable by 
the National Institute for Agricultural Planning and Projection due to poor quality soils 
and irrigation practices that are significantly depleting groundwater resources (D'haeze, et 
al. 2005).  Current agricultural production systems have been shown to lead to soil 
erosion, water scarcity, cultural and social inequity, and land conflicts between the 
migrant Kinh majority and minority hill tribes (D'haeze, et al. 2005; Muller and Zeller 
2002).  
 Viet Nam was able to rapidly accelerate its production of coffee throughout the 1990s 
until the world coffee prices for Robusta were destabilized.  The recent boom and bust in 
Viet Nam’s coffee economy reveals that smallholders varied in their responses to the 
crash in market price.  Robusta coffee production in the 1990s jumped to 1 million ha 
enabling Viet Nam to beat Columbia as the second highest producer (D'haeze, et al. 
2005; Ha, et al. 2006).  The crash in Robusta coffee prices dropped below 40 cents a 
pound, creating a serious negative impact on the livelihood of many smallholders in  Viet 
Nam and around the world.  Improving the economic livelihoods of many smallholders is 
now an important government agricultural strategy (Ha, et al. 2006).  
Economic Aspects of land-use 
Smallholder agricultural economic systems are important for understanding how they 
currently use and manage land.  The CSA system provides a relatively sustainable use of 
land provided there is sufficient period for fallow (5-10 years).  CSA can generate higher 
yields in intensification while providing a good level of equity among households (Vien, 
et al. 2006).  Environmental benefits include lower rates of erosion than pure swidden 
systems and full-sun coffee plantations.  CSA does not contribute to deforestation, even 
with increasing population pressures.  One study of a hill tribe hamlet reported an 850% 
population increase over 50 years showed little variation in forest cover and land-use 
(Vien, et al. 2006).  
However, most frontier cultivation practices reveal that most of the agriculture land in 
developing countries is being degraded and abandoned (Barbier and Burgess 1997).  
Reasons for this suggest smallholders are investing in long-term land-use strategies and 
are abandoning exhausted land for marginal forest habitat (Chomitz and Griffiths 1996).  
However, land-use conversion is not always a one-way process from one-use to another.  
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Land-use change can be cyclical and reversible and often needs to be linked with in a 
historical context (Chomitz and Griffiths 1996).  Agricultural land-use decisions are 
similar for all farmers, who make choices based on the economic resources available to 
them.  Most farmers operate within a cultural and institutional structure based on prices, 
weather, health, and the environment (Chomitz and Griffiths 1996).  A study by Barbier 
and Burgess (1997: 892) reports that increased population density correlates with 
increased forest clearance, whereas rising income per capita and agricultural yields 
reduces the demand for forest clearance.  These findings suggest that economic 
development and increased agriculture yields correlate with decreased rates of forest 
clearance.  More specifically, crop choice, based on commodity price and functionality 
influence smallholder decision-making. 
Frontier regions have distinct characteristic that profoundly impact smallholder decision 
strategies.  These include an abundance of land, limited labor, land tenure security, poor 
market conditions and infrastructure, and limited information from extension services 
(D'haeze, et al. 2005; de Janvry, et al. 1991; Shriar 2000; Southgate 1990; Tan 2000; 
Verburg, et al. 2004).  It’s important to note that frontier regions are remote and therefore 
difficult to study and evaluate.    
Swidden agriculture, which is still practiced in Viet Nam, is a good example of a frontier 
agriculture system that offers low return per hectare, low labor intensity, and are often in 
areas distant from markets.  Swidden agriculture can expand even if returns to the land 
are relatively low in comparison to high labor returns.  Though government policy 
outlawed agricultural practices and sought to settle smallholders into communes, those 
Vietnamese farmers who did not receive lands after the disbanding of the communes 
have returned to swidden production (Verburg, et al. 2004).  Other government policies 
will use technology to increase per hectare yields on former swidden plots.  With an 
inelastic demand, increase in yields will cause the price to drop, and in turn there will be 
a decline in new forest cultivation (Chomitz and Griffiths 1996).  However, if an increase 
in yields is associated with higher returns to labor, intensification may attract workers 
into subsistence agriculture.  An elastic supply of migrants means the demand for 
subsistence crops is also elastic. 
The responses to falling crop prices in coffee varied among smallholders in a number of 
ways.  Smallholders with larger land holdings or more secure land tenure were likely to 
shift or stop their input use (irrigation or fertilizers), while poor smallholders and ethnic 
minorities were more likely to change crops (Ha, et al. 2006). With falling market prices, 
small farms are far less flexible to compared to large farms.  Large farms often have more 
laborers who could diversify and work in off-farm employment and they had better 
economic buffer against the economic fallout due to a more diverse cash cropping system 
(Ha, et al. 2006).  In addition, wealthy Kinh smallholders were more likely to take out 
loans, or as previously mentioned to seek off-farm labor.  This suggests that the Kinh 
have better connections and access to seek access to credit and labor markets than do 
minority groups. 
Overall these responses highlight the need to incorporate more comprehensive 
agricultural policies.  A much broader range of policies are needed to provide 
smallholders subsidies to adjust to price fluctuations (Ha, et al. 2006).  Smallholders that 
constantly change perennial crops and production strategies can lead to economical 
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instability for households and agriculture as a whole.  It is interesting that poor 
smallholders have tended to have less crop diversification than wealthier smallholders.  
Ha et al. (2006) suggests that land size appears to have been a limiting factor in crop 
suitability at the household level, and a great deal to do with access and evaluation of the 
local government official (D'haeze, et al. 2005).  Government prices promoted growth for 
the Kinh majority, who had better access to extension agents, credit and labor markets 
than less well off smallholders, who more often tended to be minority hill tribes.  The 
rapid growth of coffee production in the frontier led to rapid deforestation and poor land 
planning to crop suitability (D'haeze, et al. 2005). 
Conclusion 
Government policies need to be implemented on-site that encourage smallholders to 
remain settled and to invest their resources into the land.  Policies that promote 
intensification through technology have also created smallholder stratification.  
Swiddening is generally not the main cause of poverty or environmental degradation as is 
often touted in government literature.  Rather, it is a rational way of mitigating proverty 
in difficult times.  CSA offers an alternative practice to swiddening where there is severe 
erosion due to increased population pressure demands.  Policies that promote local 
management of assets that are driven by bottom-up rather than top-down approaches will 
succeed in improving conservation and reducing stratification (Netting 1993; Stone 2001; 
Vien, et al. 2006).  Policies should provide multiple options that allow farmers to 
improve their existing systems rather than adopting single packages as a whole (Vien, et 
al. 2006).  Giving a greater share to community organizations in natural resource 
management would enhance both decentralization and local livelihood sustainability.    
 To keep smallholders stable, land policies need to be directed at empowering their 
agricultural needs and providing a means to subsist over the long-term.  Land policies 
need to work at reducing the land price distortions in order to promote better financial 
land markets, and enforce property rights of smallholders (Barbier 1997).  Providing 
incentives may help to encourage conservation practices and resource management.  Such 
incentives need to be linked to policies that increase economic returns on existing land, 
rather than frontier land; they should strive to improve rural smallholders access to credit 
and markets; and they should strive to improve rural smallholders access to credit and 
markets; and they should eliminate policy biases that favor wealthy farmers and 
individuals (Barbier 1997).  Careful monitoring of policy impacts should reveal 
unforeseen impacts, which can be mitigated as needed in the policy.   
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